Involvement of the community is a topic that is gaining increasing importance in the debate on child protection social work. However, the empirical findings that help to understand the factors which enable social workers to involve community actors successfully are still scarce. The article presents the results of an empirical pilot study carried out on a sample of 24 child protection social workers employed in four public agencies in Italy. The results of the research highlight the complexity of the factors that influence the ability of social workers to involve the community in schemes involving children and their families and the importance of constructing a community-based approach that directly involves local-level institutions and policy programmes.
social workers to intervene in the protection of children by enhancing the role of community actors.
The first section describes the potential for involvement of the community by social workers in child protection. The second section describes the pilot study. Then set out are the main results, highlighting how the involvement of community subjects in child protection programmes is a complex practice influenced by a number of factors and not only by the availability and skills of individual social workers.
| Involvement of the community in child protection schemes
When faced with situations such as physical, sexual or psychological abuse, and neglect or severe educational negligence on the part of parents, social workers commonly use professional services (Fuller, 2014) . The central role of professionals continues to be considered fundamental in child protection activities.
However, for some years, there has been growing interest in involvement of the community (Cooper, Hetherington, & Katz, 2003) .
Discussion of community in social work practices entails the need to clarify the concept. As pointed out by Germain (1991, 38) , "community is an ambiguous concept."
In general, the community can be defined as a social unit characterized as follows: a space functional to the satisfaction of common needs; a symbolic space for collective identification; and a set of social relationships of trust, solidarity, and support with which individuals inhabiting a shared space interact or in which they can interact with each other (Fellin, 2001) . The multidimensional nature of the concept of community defines the nature of a typically ecological construct that can promote stability and positive connections between individuals and the system.
On adopting an ecological approach to the development of minors, it is evident that the conditions of risk and protection are strongly influenced by the presence (or absence) of numerous actors both formal and informal (Sidebotham, 2001 ).
Involvement of the community refers to the activity of social worker with a diversified set of subjects comprising voluntary associations, informal groups (e.g., a grou of local parents who offer help/advice to other parents), community groups (e.g., sports clubs for the children), neighbourhood networks, peer groups, and community leaders.
The literature identifies three main contributions that the involvement of community actors can make to improving the efficacy of actions (Ungar, Manuel, Mealey, Thomas, & Campbell, 2004; Wessels, 2015) . First, members of the community, such as teachers, classmates, informal and formal leaders, acquaintances, and friends can be the key sources of information for evaluating the situations in which to intervene, integrating the point of view and the expertise of professionals.
Second, members of the community can reinforce associative and communitarian networks by creating contexts which reduce the risks of deviant or pathological behaviours by both children and their families. For example, this is the case of family groups that support parents of children temporarily removed from the family, or sports clubs that encourage the inclusion in social activities of minors in foster families or residential facilities.
Finally, the community can perform a key function in aiding the temporary removal of children from their families without losing contact with their friends, the school, and other important reference figures and helping the families of origin.
Although there is a growing body of literature on the potential benefits of the community's involvement in child protection, less attention has been paid to the conditions that enable social workers to collaborate effectively with the community. Where bureaucratic and managerial systems of social service organization have been imposed, and welfare approaches are widespread, work with the community entails a change in professional practices and styles that can be extremely challenging and problematic for individual practitioners. It is consequently important to determine the main factors that enable social workers to develop professional practices that integrate community involvement with traditional professional child protection tasks and competences.
| Child protection in Italy
In Italy, child protection services are delivered by local administrations, and the protection of minors is the main area of employment for social workers (Bertotti & Campanini, 2013) .
Children in need of protection receive help in two distinct administrative settings (Bertotti, 2010) . Local administrative protection is provided by local authorities based on requests or reports by families, schools, or other agencies. Judicial protection is instead assured in the form of a court order followed by an investigation by a social worker in charge of assessing the child's need for protection. After this assessment, the judge establishes the protective measures to be guaranteed to the minor and entrusts the task of organizing them to the social services. The types of help furnished by local authorities concern counselling and social and educational support for minors and families, foster care or residential care, home parental support (Bertotti, 2010) .
The involvement of community actors is theoretically simpler for the activities carried out under local administrative protection because the power of intervention of social workers is greater. Although the mandate constraints are more stringent also in cases of application of protective measures decided by the judge, social services have margins of discretion in involving the community. For example, once a minor has been removed, it is possible to construct aid projects for the family of origin through networks of other families or with voluntary work.
Although in Italy the welfare system gives important weight to the family, mutualism, and informal solidarity (Naldini, 2003) , the level of bureaucratization of social services is on average high. Practitioners are accustomed to working within a system of formalized rules that do not provide particular incentives for the involvement of community actors in child protection. Moreover, the low amount of resources invested in social services induces the operators to concentrate on procedures and work on individual minors, putting social and community networks in the background. The most widespread work style, therefore, is the one that Fargion (2014) calls "rational" in that it is characterized by a highly structured and task-oriented practice.
Only in recent years has there been increased theoretical and educational interest in work with the community and a greater effort by local administrations to integrate professional work with that of informal and community networks, mainly for cost-saving purposes. This is therefore a phase in which community involvement is a matter which social workers must address by starting from professional cultures and more formalized and largely different operational and working models.
1.3 | The pilot study: Objectives and method
The pilot study carried out to explore how practitioners in the child protection services perceive and enact work with the community involved a sample of 24 social workers employed in the child protection sector of four Italian local public agencies.
The agencies were selected on the basis of the service provision context. One agency operated in a large urban area (more than 200,000 inhabitants), the second in a medium-sized area (more than 100,000 inhabitants), the third in a suburban zone (fewer than 25,000 inhabitants), and the fourth in a peripheral area of small municipalities.
For each agency, six social workers were randomly selected. This is a percentage varying between one half and one third of the workers involved in child protection in each agency.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants in the survey. They lasted from 1 to 2 hr and focused on the following:
• reasons for community involvement;
• the type of community involvement;
• the work methods used;
• evaluation of the usefulness of community involvement to improve the effectiveness of interventions; and
• obstacles and difficulties.
The interviews were transcribed and subsequently analysed in relation to the individual thematic areas.
Respondents received permission to participate in the research from their employers, and the interviews were conducted in compliance with the principle of confidentiality with respect to sensitive data.
The study was carried out over a period of 10 months between September 2015 and June 2016.
| The general picture
Almost all the interviewees, with only two exceptions, stated that involvement of the community is a theme increasingly present in the institutional and political language of welfare. The majority opinion was that the welfare services are in severe crisis and that institutions and managers of services are subject to increasing pressure to experiment with new ways to respond to people's needs. More than half of the interviewees considered the involvement of the community as a possible strategy to be integrated into consolidated professional practices.
However, the results of the survey show that only one third of the respondents actively involved members of the community in child protection programmes. Another third regarded such involvement as potentially useful, but encountered problems in working with the community, while the remaining interviewees were opposed to it. 
| Professional factors
The first group of factors influencing the behaviour of social workers concerns the professional ability to represent the community as a factor that can concretely help the development and effectiveness of interventions. Fluke, Merkel-Holguin, and Schene (2013) use the metaphor of "thinking differentially" to emphasize the cognitive dimension of this attitude with respect to work models focused on professionalism and the formalization of activities. This means that, as pointed out FAZZIby an interviewee: "even before it exists in reality, the community must exist as a resource in the heads of those who have to work together."
The group of respondents who showed that they had the benefits of community involvement more in mind were social workers with better training and longer experience of collaborative work with the community.
The key factor in orienting social workers towards community involvement is training. Overall, three quarters of the interviewees in the first group said that they knew work methods that involved the community, while for the second and third group the percentage dropped to less than a third.
Collaboration with members of the community actors can be difficult for several reasons. Professionals and non-professionals do not share the same languages and interpretative codes, and this can generate misunderstandings and tensions on the respective roles and mutual expectations in the partnership (Mulroy, Nelson, & Gour, 2004) . Furthermore, it is necessary to collaborate to share objectives and working methods and to manage sensitive processes such as information sharing or respect for privacy which impose substantial limitations on social workers' discretionality in intervening (Adams & Lee-Jones, 2017) .
Training is also fundamental for inducing practitioners to address the uncertainty related to work practices not strictly guided by procedures and work styles based on professionalism. As the following interview excerpt reveals, for several social workers, training helped them to reduce the stress caused by dealing with situations characterized by high levels of uncertainty.
Training was decisive for me. As social workers we're used to working in direct contact with our clients. Community work requires different knowledge, and if you don't have it, it's clear that fear blocks you.
The relationship among skills, decisions, and risk has been amply explored in the literature on the protection of children (Ferguson, 2017) . It has been shown that professional work in child protection engenders very strong emotions among practitioners (Gibbs, 2001 ).
Emotional involvement is associated in particular with anxiety and 
Personal characteristics
• Professional age on average higher
• Medium-high training in community social work
• Experience of direct work with the community
• Younger professionale age
• Medium-low training in community social work
• Scant professional experience of working with the community
• Less training in community social work
• Highly formalized professional experience
Social mechanisms
• Better knowledge of the community and of informal associative networks
• Membership of the community by sharing friendships, familial and interpersonal bonds
• Members of organized associations or groups that work in the community or have experience of voluntary work within community
• They maintain stable relationship with associations and community networks
• Less knowledge of the community and its informal and associative networks
• Only in one case was an interviewee a member of the community association
• They maintain occasional relationship with associations and community networks
• With two exceptions they have occasional relationship with associations and community networks
Institutional factors
• Community involvement is more frequent in local administrative protection
• Greater professional autonomy
• Strong partnership between public agencies and associative and community networks
• Less professional autonomy
• Less opportunity to manage the margins of work uncertainty through professional skills
• Community involvement is more frequent in judicial protection
• Higher level of bureaucracy
• Fewer partnerships between public agencies and associative and community networks
Context factors
• Community structure on average more solid
• Community structure fragile in the half of the cases
• In three cases, fragile community structure
• In four cases, low coordination and greater conflict between the associative and community networks stress, which are factors that increases risk aversion and induce practitioners to seek reassuring solutions rather than novel or little known ones. In a context of high emotional intensity, the lack of specific skills obviously impedes the activation of schemes for collaboration with the community that by definition incorporate a higher level of risk and uncertainty than compliance with formalized procedures and collaboration with other practitioners. By contrast, skills let practitioners feel more secure and see opportunities where others perceive problems. A second variable associated with the greater predisposition to involve the community in child protection interventions is work experience. The interviewees with most experience in involving the community were those who said, with a single exception, that for some time they had worked together with members of the community.
Those who had not yet gained professional experience of community involvement were more averse to this work practice. They regarded it as methodologically more ambiguous and not able to yield results that could be defined a priori.
This applies in particular to younger practitioners, who are more willing to involve the community, but who find it more difficult to do so, also due to less work experience. Several of them explicitly asked for more training and support from more experienced colleagues to deal with difficulties that they were not prepared to handle on their own. For example, some asked what responsibilities they would incur by sharing sensitive information with volunteers, members of associations, and support families. Others said they were unprepared to build collaborative relationships with informal actors who were not part of their own culture, or they were reluctant to propose to their superiors' solutions that they thought not sufficiently technical and professional.
The group of social workers that did not involve the community had more work experience but strongly believed in the superiority of professionalism. In some cases, examples of past negative experiences of involvement of volunteers or informal subjects were reported. But four-fifths of these interviewees declared that child protection should be pursued through increased professionalization and not through collaboration between professionals and the community.
The point is not involving the community more but providing more resources for professional services.
Involvement of the community was also perceived by some respondents as a professional impoverishment that jeopardizes the centrality of the social worker's role.
| Social mechanisms
The main social mechanism that fosters community involvement is embeddedness. The term "embeddedness" denotes the rootedness of people in the community in which they live and act. Derived from economic sociology, the concept emphasizes that individuals, regardless of their formal roles (e.g., public officials, entrepreneurs, or social workers), are always involved in social interaction structures and interactions that significantly influence the results of their action (Hanlon & Pow, 2007) . The closer their embeddedness in the community, the more individuals can use factors such as social capital, trust, and reciprocity as means to pursue their goals (Granovetter, 1973) .
Embeddedness seems to be an essential requirement to explain the propensity to perform community work in the protection of minors. All the interviewees (except one) who involved community members in child protection interventions had more than one of the following characteristics: personal experience of belonging to the community through friendships, kinship, and interpersonal bonds; membership of organized associations or groups working in the community or experience of voluntary work within the community; and knowledge of community social networks and actors stemming from personal experience of life.
Social workers who do not involve the community are instead less embedded in community social networks. One third of them have none of the above characteristics and one third only one of them.
According to many interviewees, embeddedness in the community seems to be the main factor that makes it possible to activate collaborative relationships with informal actors.
If relationships must be independent of any bond of knowledge and mutual trust, it is clear that the choice is addressed only to professionals who work according to precise protocols. They give you greater guarantees.
Involving subjects like volunteers is a risk, and you do this if Embeddedness is a condition that more purposely directs not only the actions of professionals but also the behaviour and attitudes of members of the community towards social workers. One of the problems of practitioners in the field of child protection is the stereotypical image attributed to them by public officials, who work following impersonal prescriptions often insensitive to the needs of children and their families (Butler & Drakeford, 2005) . Embeddedness seems to allow professionals to offer a more familiar and less distant image of social service.
Being known as a person active in the community outside his or her social worker role greatly reduces distances.
As further evidence of the fundamental role of embeddedness, with only one exception, respondents who involved the community were employed in the same service, or in agencies that had been working in the same area for more than 5 years. The opposite was the case of interviewees who did not work with the community and those who, even if positively oriented, had difficulty in involving members of the community. Almost half of them operated in an area where they had been working for fewer than 5 years.
Five years seems a very long time, but if you come from outside it takes time to settle in, to get to know people, to build relationships of trust.
Interviewees embedded in the community generally knew where to find the contacts to build collaborations, while those who did not have this knowledge had more difficulty simply in identifying potential partners for interventions. 
| The context factors
Empirical research has long dwelt on the conditions under which community actors interact with social services and social workers. In social work practices, multiple contextual factors influence community activation independently from the skills and competences of individual professionals: the level of education, prejudices, the culture of residents, and so on. Also, the results of the survey confirm the role of these factors in facilitating or hindering the work of social workers.
A factor that seems significantly to influence the behaviour of practitioners is the level of social infrastructuration of the community.
By "social infrastructuration" is meant the presence of one or more elements that foster mutual knowledge, mutual recognition, and social cohesion through communication and interaction (Klinenberg, 2002) . This is a transit area where there is no stable community.
We've invested time in getting people involved, but it's difficult. Most people don't know each other and don't have time to do so. After a while it becomes extremely frustrating not to obtain responses.
The situation of the practitioners who involved members of the community was overall better than that of the other two groups, even if in two cases there were problems in the structure of the community.
What made it possible for these social workers to achieve positive results in the presence of a more fragile community fabric were personal characteristics such as training and work experience. For example, in the following excerpt, the interviewee highlights the importance of experience and professionalism in coping with the weakness of community networks.
In this area there are few families willing to foster children, so that it is important to build very strong relationships of trust and collaboration. If I didn't invest time in telephoning regularly to ask how things are going, the relationship would soon become frayed. I've learned that a too bureaucratic approach does not help, and it is necessary always to put a face on a person even though it may be very tiring.
Community social "infrastructuration" is therefore an important prerequisite for social workers to establish local collaborations, especially for those with less experience and motivation. Instead, for those with adequate skills and training, this is a major obstacle but it is not such to discourage commitment to the search for non-professional actors in situations where their involvement is deemed necessary.
Among those opposed to involving the community, there prevailed a view focused not so much on elements of weakness as ones of poor coordination, lack of preparation, and conflict among various members of the community. by the increasing intrusion of rationalization of resources and managerialism (Garrett & Bertotti, 2017) .
| ORGANIZATIONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS
The debate has shown how the pressure for control exercised through bureaucracy and the rationalization of costs and procedures can be mitigated by the operators in its most negative effects by the ability to manage the margins of work uncertainty through professional skills. However, in the case of community work, bureaucracy and managerialism seem to influence the behaviour of social workers directly. As one interviewee stressed:
Community involvement requires a large investment of resources. There's a basic ambiguity that should be resolved, according to me. Building relationships with community members, nurturing those relationships, and obtaining something positive require time and a work flexibility that organizational pressure, procedures and rules often do not make possible.
In the presence of excessive bureaucratic and managerial con- 
| DISCUSSION
Because this is a pilot study, the observations that can be drawn from the survey are to be considered research hypotheses that should be further investigated and verified. Despite this limitation, some indications seem to emerge clearly from the study.
First, it can be said that the community's involvement in child protection by social workers is a process that cannot be culturally and professionally taken for granted. Today, the pressure for the rationalization of spending is a powerful incentive for social workers to make greater efforts to involve members of the community in professional practice.
The problem is that involving the community cannot be a measure that presupposes delegating tasks and responsibilities to individual social workers without a preliminary assessment of (a) the opportuneness and usefulness of this type of work, and (b) feasibility and the conditions which social workers operate.
The involvement of the community is a professional practice that must always be weighed in relation to the objectives, the situations, and the particularities of the problems that are to be addressed. The social workers who recognize themselves most in this practice usually do so by virtue of an experience and professional training that makes them able to evaluate when and how to implement it. With fewer skills, however, difficulties increase and the results tend to be much less satisfactory. In order to promote the involvement of community actors in the field of child protection, it is important to bear in mind that the tradition of social work in this sector is strongly characterized by professionalism, as well as by legislative constraints that may affect the discretionality of the practitioners.
Therefore, in order to obtain results that are not hindered by operational difficulties or professional prejudices, it is necessary to promote large investment in both training and the provision of concrete possibilities for social workers to gain a rewarding experience from collaborating with the community.
A second result of the survey concerns the problem of the organizational conditions that must be in place to require social workers to promote community involvement. The skills of individual professionals are only part of the problem of the limited propensity and ability to engage the community. The paradox that emerges from many interviews is that, while social workers are increasingly pressurized by the institutions to interact with the community, the structure of the services in which they work is often disembedded because it is based on operational rules that disregard any form of non-professional and non-institutional social linkage. The normative basis of the functioning of social work practice is based on the principles of impartiality of treatment, professionalism, and privacy that if applied too rigidly hinder the building of alliances between communities and professionals and make it difficult to circulate and share information to address problems. Added to this is the growing demand for standardized and bureaucratic procedures that rigidify the actions of social workers and induce them to look with concern and anxiety at operational solutions that deviate from institutionalized technical rationality. Inevitably, many social workers are likely to find themselves in a dilemma where they are incentivized to collaborate with the community on an individual basis, while the organization of work is constructed in such a way as to hinder this propensity. In order to encourage social workers to include members of the community, it is therefore necessary to construct an organization of social services that furnishes cultural models, work procedures, communication structures, and institutional incentives so that social workers can interact effectively with the community. Finally, involvement of the community by social workers in child protection interventions requires political and institutional investment in creating the conditions most favourable to making administrations more collaborative and closer to the community. Studies on social work underestimate the role of organizations, instead stressing the constraints that they impose on the implementation of the professional mandate of social workers (as in the case of managerialism). The organizations do not really only pose obstacles, for they can also convey messages and help create a context more or less favourable for the outside work of their members (Hughes & Wearing, 2016) .
Moreover, the public agencies can foster greater social structura- Although the opinion that community involvement may under certain conditions increase the effectiveness of interventions is increasingly widespread, it is evident that pressure for this type of work comes in part from the rationalization of social spending and the spread of neoliberal ideology. It is important from this point of view that social workers be adequately prepared to work with members of the community in the delicate field of child protection in which the severity of the problems and the complexity of the cases require the conscious exercise of professional discretion in the choice and identification of the interventions to be activated. In the absence of skills and professional experience, community involvement can be problematic and lead to results that are not necessarily positive. The main problem to be faced, however, does not concern only the skills of social workers, but more generally relates to the mandate that welfare reforms assign to them in the absence of conditions necessary for them to operate effectively.
More and more often in recent years, in concomitance with savings policies, social workers have been required to make an effort to innovate their modus operandi and take first-person responsibility for change. 
